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[57] ABSTRACT 

A variable pressure passive regenerative fuel cell sys- 
tem is provided wherein both the fuel cell and electro- 
lyzer are designed to operate under variable pressure 
conditions. 
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REGENERATIVE FUEL CELL SYSTEM 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field of the Invention 5 
The present invention relates generally to systems 

which convert chemical energy into electrical energy 
and more particularly, in water electrolysis, to the con- 
trol of the process water used in a fuel cell system in- 10 
eluding a fuel cell and electrolyzer. 

2. Background Art 

U.S. Pat. No. 4,657,829, describes a hydrogen/air fuel 
cell having a water electrolysis subsystem and gas stor- 
age system. The electrolysis subsystem comprises a 15 
plurality of bipolar cells. Water is introduced into the 
anode chambers of the electrolysis cells from liquid/va- 
por separators. Hydrogen and oxygen produced by the 
cells are fed to liquid/vapor separators. Excess water 
from the anode chamber and water pumped prototoni- 20 
cally across the membrane with the hydrogen ions is 
separated from the gases with the gases being intro- 
duced into respective pressurized storage vessels. Each 
of the separators contain a float switch which actuates 
pumps and drain valves to feed water to the electro- 25 
lyzer. As the oxygen and hydrogen in the pressure ves- 
sels are consumed, the pressure drops and a signal from 
the pressure transducers causes additional water to be 
electrolysed to replinish depleated oxygen and hydro- 
gen levels. 30 

The electrolyzer system associated with a fuel cell 
stack described above is limited, however, by a multi- 
plicity of switching and fluid flow control functions. 

It is accordingly an object of this invention to provide 
a novel, variable pressure passive regenerative fuel cell 35 
system defined by an absence of complex operational 
components. 

Other objects and advantages of this invention will 
become apparent from the following detailed descrip- 
tion. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

In general, the invention provides a variable pressure 
passive regenerative fuel cell system designed to oper- ^ 
ate under variable pressure conditions (as opposed to 
constant pressure). 

Current state-of-the-art fuel cells have been designed 
for constant pressure operation primarily because they 
are usually run as open cycle flow through devices. The 50 
same is true for state-of-the-art electrolyzers. Current 
fuel cell systems maintain all the myriad valves, pres- 
sure regulators, pumps, and recirculation fans necessary 
to operate a constant pressure electro-chemical device. 
This equipment will severely reduce the reliability, 55 
availability, and maintainability of such regenerative 
fuel cell systems. 

The fuel cell system of the present invention over- 
comes the aforementioned deficiencies by providing in 
a preferred embodiment: 60 

a) a fuel cell including an anode for receiving hydro- 
gen gas and a cathode for receiving oxygen gas; 

b) an electrolyzer for electrolyzing water to produce 
pure hydrogen and pure oxygen; 

c) means to store said hydrogen and oxygen from said 65 
electrolyzer; 

d) a water storage tank communicating with said fuel 
cell and said electrolyzer; 


2 

e) means to supply water to said electrolyzer for 
producing hydrogen and oxygen; 

0 means for supplying hydrogen gas and oxygen gas 
to said fuel cell; and 

g) a fiber packed column structure including a hous- 
ing communicating with said water storage tank. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a schematic view of the regenerative fuel 
cell system of the present invention depicting the sim- 
plistic configuration of the components thereof. 

FIG. 2 republishes the schematic of FIG. 1 to define 
heating and cooling elements associated with hydrogen 
and oxygen gas storage containers. 

FIG. 3 depicts the primary regenerative fuel cell 
system coolant subsystem for controlling the liquid 
coolant flow distribution to the hydrogen storage tank, 
the oxygen storage tank, a waste heat radiator, fuel cell, 
and electrolyzer. 

FIG. 4 is a front view of the wicked anode (hydrogen 
side) face of an individual fuel cell's electrochemical 
unit element. A typical wick pattern which allows for 
direct PEM electrolyte membrane exposure to the hy- 
drogen gas is shown. 

FIG. 5 is a side view of an individual fuel cell's elec- 
trochemical element showing (from left to right) the 
hydrogen or anode gas cavity, the anode wick, the 
anode screen electrode, the PEM electrolyte mem- 
brane, the cathode screen electrode, and the cathode or 
oxygen gas cavity. 

FIG. 6 is a schematic view of the regenerative fuel 
cell system of the present invention depicting an em- 
bodiment whereby a secondary water tank and orifice 
(or flow valve) have been replaced by a fiber packed 
column. 

FIG. 7 depicts the fiber packed column assembly of a 
preferred embodiment which is designed to pump water 
into a higher pressure hydrogen gas stream using evapo- 
rative heating. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT. 

Referring to the Figures, in the fuel cell system 10 of 
the present invention the gaseous hydrogen and oxygen 
reactants are located in two light weight storage tanks 
made from high strength composite material such as 
carbon-carbon fiber rather than metal alloys. These 
storage tanks feed a single fuel cell which has located 
below it a small water tank for collecting the product 
water from the chemical reaction of the hydrogen and 
oxygen during system operation. Water from the water 
tank floods an electrolyzer located directly below the 
water tank. During recharging operation, the electro- 
lyzer produces gaseous hydrogen and oxygen which 
subsequently refills the two gas storage vessels. 

As seen in FIG. 1, the basic variable pressure passive 
regenerative fuel cell system 10 comprises a fuel cell 12 
which sits on top of a water tank 14, an electrolyzer 16 
which sits below the water tank 14, a small secondary 
water tank 18, a water flow restriction orifice or fluid 
flow valve 20 communicating with the main water stor* 
age tank 14 and the secondary water storage tank 18, a 
liquid gas separator 22, a gaseous hydrogen storage tank 
24, and a gaseous oxygen storage tank 26. 

While only one fuel cell is shown, it is to be under- 
stood that the fuel cell system of the present invention 
contemplates the use of a multiplicity of fuel cells de- 
signed for delivering 30 kilowatt-hr of electrical energy 
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at a nominal power level of 2.5 kWe (and 120 volts). 
Each fuel cell includes, as a minimum, an anode cham- 
ber having a porous anode, and a cathode chamber 
having a hydrophobic porous cathode separated by an 
electrolytic membrane which may be an acid, or a solid 5 
polymer such as Nation, a trademark of E.I. DuPont de 
Nemours of Wilmington, Del., and which is a polymer 
of polytetrafluoroethylene with fluorinatcd ether side 
chains terminated with sulfonic acid groups. 

The electrolyzer includes an anode compartment (not 10 
shown) and a cathode compartment (not shown), in 
which gas and ions are produced and consumed during 
operation of the system to produce an electrical current. 
In addition, a central solid proton exchange membrane 
(PEM), is provided which separates the anode compart- 15 
ment from the cathode compartment. The membrane 
(not shown) comprises a material which readily permits 
the transport of ions and solvent between the anode and 
cathode compartments during operation of the electro- 
lyzer, but which is relatively impermeable to gas. 20 

A hydrogen line 28 from the hydrogen supply tank 24 
is connected to both the fuel cell 12 and electrolyzer 16 
as shown in FIG. 1. In this configuration, hydrogen is 
supplied to the anode side of the fuel cell 12 and is 
extracted from the cathode side of the electrolyzer 16. 25 
An oxygen line 30 is attached directly to the water tank 
14. From water tank 14, oxygen is transferred to the 
cathode side of fuel cell 12 through line 15 and opening 
64 (See FIG. 5). The fuel cell, water tank, and electro- 
lyzer are stacked vertically as shown in the Figures so 30 
that the liquid water produced at the fuel cell's cathode 
(where electrons are consumed) is concurrently directly 
drained into the water tank through line or conduit 15 
and opening 64 from the cathode side of the fuel cell 12 
by gravitational forces, while water stored in the water 35 
tank can be in turn gravitational I y fed to the anode side 
of the electrolyzer (where electrons are produced) 
through line or conduit 17. During operation of the 
electrolyzer 16, oxygen produced at the electrolyzer's 
anode (not shown) passes through line 17 and into water 40 
tank 14. 

In the preferred embodiment, the individual cells of 
both the fuel cell and electrolyzer will be stacked in the 
horizontal direction with the electrodes and proton 
exchange membranes (PEMS) oriented vertically. 45 
These individual cells are wired in a series arrangement. 
The number of cells in this series is determined by the 
desired dc voltage to which this device will be con- 
nected. Under fully charged (3,000 psi) conditions the 
open circuit dc voltage of each individual cell is approx- 30 
imately 1.3 volts while under fully discharged condi- 
tions (100 psia) the open circuit dc voltage of each cell 
is approximately 1.2 volts. 

The fuel cell system 10 thus far described has in the 
fuel cell 12 (FIG. 1) a wicked anode electrochemical 55 
unit cell assembly 40 as shown in FIGS. 4 and 5. The 
wicked anode electrochemical cell assembly 40 com- 
prises a hydrogen or anode gas cavity 42, an anode wick 
44, an anode screen (or metal particle) electrode 46, a 
PEM electrolyte membrane 48, a cathode screen (or 60 
metal particle) wet proofed electrode 50, and a cathode 
or oxygen gas cavity 52. The electrochemical cell's 
structural housing 56 also contains an anode passage 62 
for admitting saturated hydrogen gas with entrained 
water droplets, and a cathode passage 64 for admitting 65 
saturated oxygen gas while draining liquid reaction 
product water. The anode screen electrode 46 is con- 
nected to the cell's negative terminal 58 while the cath- 


ode screen electrode 50 is connected to the cell's posi- 
tive terminal 60. Both terminals and screen electrodes 
are electrically insulated from the cell's structural hous- 
ing 56. Each individual unit cell assembly 40 is sucked 
in series with other individual unit cell assemblies using 
O-ring seals 54. The entire series arrangement is held 
together by mechanical compressive forces applied at 
the ends of the stack. Indirect cooling of each individual 
electrochemical cell 40 is achieved by adding a cooling 
cavity (not shown) between each individual unit cell 40 
in the stack. The wick's function is to prevent dryout, 
devolatilization, and cracking of the PEM's anode side 
during brief periods of water feed interruption to the 
anode gas cavity 42 which is possible due to the passive 
operating nature of this electrochemical device. This is 
accomplished by holding a reservoir of excess water in 
close contact with the fuel cell's PEM anode surface. 
Dryout occurs due to the fact that aqueous protons 
migrating across the PEM electrolyte 48 (from anode 
side to cathode side) during normal fuel cell operation 
carry liquid water molecules along with them which if 
not replenished will lower the water concentration on 
the PEM anode surface. Any PEM dryout at high cell 
pressures will quickly lead to electrolyte oxidation and 
subsequent fuel cell failure. It shall also be appreciated 
that the anode wick 44 shown in FIG. 4 covers only a 
portion of the anode side PEM/electrode surface. This 
partial coverage is required in order to maximize fuel 
cell efficiency by allowing for intimate contact of the 
anode side PEM/electrode surface with gaseous hydro- 
gen so that mass diffusion resistances within the cell are 
minimized. The anode wick 44 is sized to evenly distrib- 
ute the liquid water initially transported into the hydro- 
gen anode gas cavity 42 by the incoming humidified 
hydrogen gas stream over the entire PEM's anode side 
surface. 

In a preferred embodiment, the secondary water tank 
18 and orifice 20 (See FIGS. 1 and 2) are replaced with 
a fiber packed column 70 as shown in FIGS. 6 and 7. 
Fiber packed column 70 is composed of a fibrous wick 
material 72 such as cellulose fibers, sintered metal bed, 
cotton, and the like, which can develope a 10 psi hydro- 
static head, contained inside the column's structural 
housing 76. The column's structural housing 76 is 
wrapped with electrical resistance heater wire 74 and 
the entire assembly is enclosed by thermal insulation 
material (not shown). The bottom of structural housing 
76 contains an opening 75 for admitting liquid water 
which is pumped to the top of the wick 72 by capillary 
action. The side of structural housing 76 at the wick's 
location also contains an opening 77 for admitting gase- 
ous hydrogen from the hydrogen storage tank 24. An 
opening 79 at the top of structural housing 76 allows for 
humidified, saturated, or superheated hydrogen gas to 
exit the fiber packed column assembly. Electrical heater 
wire 74 supplies the heat necessary to transport water 
from the lower pressure wick reservoir 72 into the 
higher pressure hydrogen gas stream. 

Returning to the first embodiment of this invention, 
the operation thereof generally proceeds as follows. 
First, the entire system is drained and evacuated to 
remove all free liquids and gasses from its internal cavi- 
ties. Next, the water tank 14 is completely filled with 
demineralized water. Upon completion of filling, the 
electrolyzer 16 is energized from an external dc power 
source (not shown), and the hydrogen and oxygen stor- 
age tanks 24 and 26 are charged with their respective 
gases by the electrolysis of water. Charging continues 
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until the water tank is near empty. Once the regenera- water to flow from the main water tank 14 to the sec- 

tive fuel cell is completely charged, the fuel cell electri- ondary water tank 18. When it is desired to cause the 

cal power buses are ready for connection to an external reactant water to flow from the secondary water tank 

load to deliver electrical power upon demand. 18 to the main water tank 14 during electrolyzer opera* 

The hydrogen and oxygen storage tanks are designed S tion, liquid coolant valves 88, 90, and 96 are fully 

to accept a stoichiometric ratio of hydrogen and oxygen opened with valves 86, 92, and 94 closed. Should faster 

(equivalence ratio equals 1.0) to a pressure of 3,000 psia response times in producing temperature differentials 

and a temperature of 289* K. The active heating and between the hydrogen gas storage tank 24 and the oxy- 

cooling systems in these storage tanks (see FIGS. 2 and g en gas storage tank 26 be desired, electrical resistance 

3) are designed to not only maintain the tank tempera- 10 heating elements 25 can also be inserted into these tanks 

tures near 289° K. but to also control the flow of reac- ^ shown in FIG. 2. 

tant water through the orifice or valve 20 between the Operation of the preferred embodiment of this inven- 

main and secondary water storage tanks 14 and 18 by tion whereby the secondary water tank 18 and orifice 20 

varying the pressure differential across the orifice. Re- m replaced by the fiber packed column of FIGS. 6 and 

actant water is passed back and forth through this valve 15 7> gene rally proceeds as follows. First, the entire system 

in order to send liquid water to the anode side of the fuel is drained ^ evacuated to remove all free liquids and 

cell s electrolyte 48 (See FIG. 5), thus preventing PEM s from its mtemaI cavities . Next & t water tank 14 

dry-out, during power production operation During b completely Med ^th dernineralized water. Upon 

electrical recharging operation reactant water from the completion of flllin te elcclroiyzcr l6 j, energized 

hydrogen side of the electrolyzer s electrolyte is re- 20 from m cxtemal dc (nm ^ thc 

turned to the :main water a ttnk ^gh to v^ve. Tlus h d ^ ^ st ^ u J d x m 

movementofwaterisacmevedby adjusting the temper- ch * d ^ ^J*^^^ by ^ clcctro , ysis 

ature differential between the two tanks. r „ r . J_ . , • 

~ * • * - . of water. Charging continues until the water tank is 

For example, when the regenerative fuel cell system . ~° * . . - , „ . 

is delivering power to an external electrical load, the 25 «™ °™ ^ 

temperature iithe oxygen tank will be controlled above the foel <* U electrical power buses are 

the hydrogen tank temperature. Hence, the oxygen tank read y for c °nnection to an external load to dehver elec- 

pressure wUl be greater than the hydrogen tank pres- tncal power upon demand. 

sure and water will flow out of thc main water tank 14, ™ e hydrogen and oxygen storage tanks are designed 

through the secondary water tank 18 and into the anode 30 J° a stoichiometric ratio of hydrogen and oxygen 

chamber of the fuel cell 42 (See FIG. 5). When the (equivalence ratio equals 1.0) to a pressure of 3,000 psia 

regenerative fuel cell system is connected to a power 3116 a temperature of 289 K. The active heating and 

source (not shown) for recharging, the temperature in co ohn & svstems m stora « e ***** < See FIGS - 2 ™ d 

the oxygen tank wiU be controlled to a value below the 3 ) are designed to not only maintain the tank tempera- 

hydrogen tank temperature. Now, the oxygen tank 35 tures near 289 ' K * but lo also insure that the pressure 

pressure will be less than the hydrogen tank pressure so mslde Ae M'ogen gas storage tank 24 is always 

that water which is being generated on the hydrogen S reater than the Pressure inside the oxygen gas storage 

side of the electrolyzer will flow through the secondary tank 26 by approximately 10 psi. This is accomplished 

water tank 18 and back into the main water tank 14 for b Y controlling the temperature in the hydrogen gas 

storage and subsequent reaction. 40 storage tank to always be somewhat higher than the 

A complete self-contained liquid coolant subsystem oxygen gas storage tank. This will insure that reactant 
80 for causing this back and forth flow of reactant water water can bc transported from the water tank 14 
through orifice 20 is shown in FIG. 3. This coolant through the electrically heated fiber packed column 70 
subsystem uses the waste heat generated in both the fuel ( See FIG * <0 and into the anode side of the fuel cell's 
cell 12 and electrolyzer 16 for accomplishing this task. 45 electrolyte 48 (See FIG. 5) thus preventing PEM dry- 
Coolant pump 82 continually recirculates a liquid cool- out during power production operation. During electri- 
ant such as water through heat exchangers contained ca * recharging operation, reactant water from the hy- 
inside the radiator 84, the hydrogen gas storage tank 24, drogen side of the electrolyzer's electrolyte is readily 
the oxygen gas storage tank 26, the fuel cell 12, and the returned to the main water tank 14 through the fiber 
electrolyzer 16. Valves 86, 88, 90, 92, 94, and 96 split the 50 packed column 70 after its electrical heaters have 
flow of liquid coolant being discharged from pump 82 turned off to eliminate all evaporative boiling, 
to the proper components. Pump bypass valve, 98, con- The amount of water being thermally pumped to the 
trols the total flow rate being delivered to components fuel cell's anode gas cavity 42 during power production 
12, 16, 24, 26, and 84 while orifice 100 is designed to operation is controlled by the amount of heat trans- 
match the coolant's hydraulic flow resistance across the 55 ferred into the wick 72 of the fiber packed column 70 
radiator 84. Radiator 84 ultimately discharges all waste from the electrical resistance wire 74 (See FIG. 7). 
heat generated by the regenerative fuel cell system to Increasing the electrical power to the resistance wire 74 
the outside environment. will cause more water to enter the hydrogen gas stream. 

When reactant water is desired to flow from the main Depending on the amount of heat added, the hydrogen 

water storage tank 14, into the secondary water tank 18 60 gas exiting the fiber packed column can contain water 

(See FIG. 1) during fuel cell 12 operation, liquid cool- vapor at humidified, saturated, or high temperature 

ant valves 86, 92, and 94 are fully opened while valves superheated conditions. This added water vapor will be 

88, 90, and 96 are closed. This valve position arrange- subsequently condensed back into the liquid form upon 

ment will raise the oxygen gas temperature in storage entering the cooler fuel cell's anode gas cavity 42. The 

tank 26 while lowering the hydrogen gas temperature in 65 actual flow rate of water to be transported to the fuel 

storage tank 24. This temperature differentia] will cause cell's anode gas cavity 42 will be only that amount 

the gas pressure inside storage tank 26 to rise above the necessary to prevent the fuel cell's PEM electrolyte 

pressure inside storage tank 24 thus causing reactant from drying out since evaporative boiling in the fiber 
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packed column represents an overall system efficiency 
loss. 

A complete self contained liquid coolant subsystem 
80 for controlling the hydrogen gas storage tank pres- 
sure above the oxygen gas storage tank pressure thereby 
allowing the fiber packed column 70 to operate as de- 
scribed above is shown in FIG. 3. This coolant subsys- 
tem uses the waste heat generated in both the fuel cell 
12 and electrolyzer 16 for accomplishing this task. 
Coolant pump 82 continually recirculates a liquid cool- 
ant such as water through heat exchangers contained 
inside the radiator 84, the hydrogen gas storage tank 24, 
the oxygen gas storage tank 26, the fuel cell 12, and the 
electrolyzer 16. Valves 86, 88, 90, 92, 94, and 96 split the 
flow of liquid coolant being discharged from pump 82 
to the proper components. Pump bypass valve 98 con- 
trols the total flow rate being delivered to components 
12, 16, 24, 26, and 84 while orifice 100 is designed to 
match the coolant's hydraulic flow resistance across the 
radiator 84. Radiator 84 ultimately discharges all waste 
heat generated by the regenerative fuel cell system to 
the outside environment. 

Now when the pressure differential from the hydro- 
gen gas storage tank 24 to the oxygen gas storage tank 
26 drops below approximately 10 psi .liquid coolant 
valves 86 and 90 are fully opened while valves 86 and 92 
are closed. Valve 94 is opened only during periods of 
fuel cell 12 operation while valve 96 is opened only 
during periods of electrolyzer 16 operation. This valve 
arrangement will cause the pressure in storage tank 24 
to rise in relation to the pressure in storage tank 26 by 
increasing storage tank 24's temperature relative to 
storage tank 26's. Should the pressure differential from 
the hydrogen gas storage tank 24 to the oxygen gas 
storage tank 26 rise above approximately 10 psi, liquid 
coolant valves 86 and 92 are fully opened while valves 
88 and 90 are closed. This valve arrangement will cause 
the pressure in storage tank 24 to drop in relation to the 
pressure in storage tank 26 by lowering storage tank 
24's temperature relative to storage tank 26's. Should 
faster response times in producing tyemperature differ- 
entials between the hydrogen gas storage tank 24 and 
the oxygen gas storage tank 26 be desired, electrical 
resistance heating elements 25 can also be inserted into 
these tanks as shown in FIG. 2. 


It will, of course, be realized that various modifica- 
tions can be made to the present invention without 
departing from the spirit thereof. Thus, while the design 
and mode of operation of the invention has been ex- 
5 plained, it should be understood that within the scope of 
the appended claims, the invention can be practiced 
otherwise than as specifically illustrated and described. 

What is claimed is: 

1. A method for controlling process water used in a 
10 variable pressure passive regenerative fuel cell system 

including a fuel cell and an electrolyzer comprising: 

(a) configuring the fuel cell system to position a water 
tank intermediate a fuel cell and an electrolyzer 
such that the fuel cell is above the water tank and 

15 the electrolyzer below the water tank whereby 
water produced by the fuel cell is gravity feed to 
the water tank and oxygen produced at the elec- 
trolyzer^ anode ascends into the water tank; 

(b) further configuring the fuel cell system to include 
20 means communicating with said water storage tank 

for supplying water to an anode cavity of an anode 
component of said fuel cell; and 

(c) providing a fiber packed column structure for 
controlling the flow of water to said main water 

25 tank, and fuel cell during fuel cell system opera- 
tion. 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein said means commu- 
nicating with said main water storage tank and said fuel 
cell comprises a conduit. 

30 3. The method of claim 1 wherein said means for 
controlling the flow of water to said water tank and fuel 
cell further comprises: 
an active heating and cooling systems associated with 
hydrogen and oxygen storage tanks of said fuel cell 
35 system such that the flow of reactant water 
through the fiber packed column structural hous- 
ing is controlled by selectively functioning the 
active heating and cooling system and the electri- 
cal resistance heater wire encasing the fiber packed 
40 column structural housing. 

4. The method of claim 3 wherein said hydrogen and 
oxygen storage tanks are maintained at 289* K. 

5. The method of claim 3 wherein the temperature in 

the hydrogen gas storage tank is higher than the tem- 

45 perature in the oxygen gas storage tank. 
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